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Blind  Fiddler  Finds  Beauty 


(Continued  From  Page  1  C) 

wanted  to  enter  the  world 
competition  at  Texas. 

Mr.  Kirkhuff  said: 

“But  word  got  around  and 
some  donations  came  in.  One 
boy  emptied  his  piggy  bank. 
Miles  Searfoss  of  Lawton 
drove  his  car.  .  .  .” 

During  the  interview,  Mr. 
Kirkhuff  played  such  tunes  on 
his  fiddle  as  “Buffalo  Gal,” 
‘‘Golden  Slippers,’ 
“Dzianzio,”  “Turkey  in  the 
Straw,”  “Juanita,”  and  “Dix¬ 
ie.” 


And  they  did  talk  for  about  a 
half  hour,  he  said. 

As  a  baby,  Mr.  Kirkhuff  suf¬ 
fered  an  inflammation  of  the 
iris  of  his  eyes,  which  ren¬ 
dered  the  membranes  opaque. 

“It  stayed  long  enough  to 
ruin  me,  but  not  quite,”  he 
said. 

Until  he  went  completely 
blind,  about  12  years  ago,  he 
was  able  to  read  by  holding 
books  and  music  about  three 
inches  from  his  eyes. 

He  didn’t  go  to  school  until 
he  was  11  but  his  mother 
taught  him  at  home. 

When  he  entered  the  Rush 
School  system,  he  skipped  six 
grades  in  one  year  but  still 
was  unable  to  complete  the 
three  years  of  high  school  at 
the  age  of  16. 

One  reason  was,  he  said,  “I 
had  a  long  spell  of  sickness.” 

Another  reason  was,  he  said, 
he  couldn’t  get  to  school  on  too 
many  days  because  the  mud  of 


the  roads  was  “hip  deep  to  a 
tall  Indian.” 

Mr.  Kirkhuff  said  that  the 
snows  of  the  Lawton  hills  “can 
be  hub-cap  deep  to  a  Ferris 
wheel.” 

Mr.  Kirkhuff  said  that  his 
grandfather,  who  fought  in  the 
Civil  War,  and  an  uncle,  also 
named  Jehile,  were  fiddlers. 

Three  of  his  cousins  bought 
violins  from  a  mail  order 
house  bu:  soon  gave  up  trying 
to  learn  how  to  play  them. 

One  of  them  gave  his  violin 
to  Mr.  Kirkhuff. 


“lived  across  the  hill  from  us 
on  the  next  ridge.  When  he’d 
come  over  to  our  house,  I’d 
ask  him  to  play  “The  Devil’s 
Dream,”  he  said. 

The  first  tune  that  the  boy 
learned  to  play  was  “The  De¬ 
vil’s  Dream.”  He  laughed  as 
he  recalled  playing  it  the  first 
time  for  his  -uncle,  saying, 
“Did  I  have  a  surprised  old 
man!” 

He  said  he  took  lessons  from 
violin  teachers  at  Friendsville 
and  at  Montrose  and  that  he 
learned  “from  old  timers  who 
had  learned  from  old  timers.” 

He  won  the  fiddling  cham¬ 
pionship  of  Susquehanna  Coun¬ 
ty;  Pa.,  in  1926,  when  he  was 
18  years  old. 

He  said  “things  were  going 
good”  when  his  father  called 
him  back  to  the  farm  in  1927. 
His  father  died  in  1930.  Uncle 
Jehile  moved  in  to  live  with 
him  until  he  died  in  1933.  Soon 
afterward,  he  “pilayed  some, 
helped  people  with  their  bees, 
gave  up  the  farm,  and  got 
married  in  1938.” 


He  said  that  he  and  his  wife, 
Lola,  who  was  to  die  in  1951, 
lived  in  rented  quarters  in  sev¬ 
eral  parts  of  the  Lawton  area. 

He  made  money  selling  hon¬ 
ey  and  playing  his  fiddle  for  a 
club  of  about  40  members  in¬ 
terested  “in  the  preservation 
of  old  time  music  and  square 
dancing,”  he  said. 

Mr.  Kirkhuff  said  he  “didn’t 
do  much”  during  the  World 
War  2  years. 

He  won  the  Pennsylvania 
state  championship  in  fiddling 
in  1947  and  in  1953,  the  year 
before  he  went  to  Texas. 

Mr.  Kirkhuff  lives  at  the 
house  of  Mrs.  Leah  Bortzman 
and  her  grown  son,  William. 
The  house  is  on  a  hillside  off  a 
dirt  road. 

He  occupies  a  room  with  a 
bed,  coal-burning  stove,  chair 
and  a  desk  on  which  he  has  a 
telephone  and  a  small  transis¬ 
tor  radio.  The  room  also  con¬ 
tains  an  organ,  a  piano  and 
two  old  victrolas,  all  an¬ 
tiques.  The  house  is  lit  by' 
kerosene  lamps. 

He  wants  to  wait  until  he  is 


He  also  recalled  the  years 
when  the  late  Sir  Hubert  Wil¬ 
kins  lived  on  a  farm  near  the 
Kirkhuff’s  and  he  reminisced 
about  some  of  the  talks  he  had 
with  the  Arctic  explorer. 

He  remembered  the  day  Sir 
Hubert  returned  to  Lawton, 
met  Mr.  Kirkhuff  and  told 
him,  “I’m  engaged  in  secret 
work  I  cannot  talk  about.” 

Mr.  Kirkhuff  said  that  he  re¬ 
plied,  “Oh,  that’s  all  right. 
There  are  other  subjects  we 
can  talk  about.” 


“I’d  fool  with  it,  but  I 
couldn’t  get  a  clear  tone.” 

He  said  that  he  bacame  so 
discouraged  that  he  told  his 
mother,  who  was  to  die  when 
he  was  9,  that  “I’ll  never  touch 
this  thing  again.  I  put  it  under 
my  bed,  but  three  weeks  later 
I  picked  it  up  again. 

“I  got  a  clear  tone  on  the  E 
string  and  little  by  little  I  kept 
going  on  it.” 

The  uncle  who  was  a  fiddler 
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